Swine-like hepatitis E viruses are a cause of unexplained hepatitis in the Netherlands.
Hepatitis E virus (HEV) infections in developed countries are recognized as an imported disease related to travel to endemic regions. However, increasing evidence suggests that HEV infection may also occur in the developed countries and that swine may act as a possible reservoir. To investigate the indigenous transmission of HEV in the Netherlands, sera from 50 blood donors and 1027 sera from patients with acute hepatitis were screened with an ELISA for HEV-specific IgG and IgM. Because the Netherlands is considered a nonendemic region, all positive ELISA results were confirmed by immunoblot to exclude false-positive results. Evidence of recent HEV infection was detected in 0% of the blood donors and 4.4% of the cases, based on combined positive IgM and IgG responses. The serodiagnosis was confirmed by a positive polymerase chain reaction (PCR) in 24 patients with hepatitis (2.3% overall, 51% of confirmed IgM+/IgG+ cases). IgG antibodies alone were detected in 4.2% of patients. We found related sequences to virus strains detected in Dutch pigs (genotype 3, 91-97% homology) in 89% of PCR-confirmed HEV patients. The detection of unique swine-like HEV sequences in 16 indigenous hepatitis patients without a recent travel history suggests that HEV is endemic in the Netherlands. We recommend including HEV tests in unexplained acute hepatitis patients, despite their travel history.